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Abstract 
The thesis of the paper is that it is productive to apply methods of design historical reflection in 
analyzing and understanding contemporary design. Thus, starting from a two-sided historical 
discipline reflecting the diachronic element of historical temporality and the synchronic analysis 
of a given context, the paper will discuss how this double focus can be productive in informing 
the development and processes of contemporary design: (i) The relation of contemporary design 
and the design history must be kept open, as history may inform not only on possibilities, but 
also on limitations of design. (ii) The culturally reflective synchronic analysis may be transposed 
to a context of contemporary design. Thus, the paper will propose a framework where a series of 
culturally and historically laden “meaning systems” in design can be activated in the analysis of 
contemporary design and thus be informative for future development of design. The paper 
points out three meaning systems in (i) the constraints of design, (ii) symbolic meaning and (iii) 
processes of mediation. These are discussed in a case of contemporary furniture design that 
draws directly on historical references whereby it is pointed out that also whole systems of 
meaning may be taken into historical consideration.  
KEYWORDS: design history, constraints in design, meaning 
systems, symbolic meaning, mediation 
Introduction 
The central claim of this paper is easily stated: Methodological tools deriving from the discipline 
of design history are relevant to and informative for design practice. To know the past is always 
an advantage (in order not to reproduce its failures), but how to analyze it and to make a past-
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oriented reflection relevant within the framework of future-oriented application needs discussion 
and refinement in conceptualization. 
In this paper, we will offer a theoretical contribution to the ongoing debate on the relevance of 
design history for a general conceptualization and understanding design across disciplines. 
Through discussing the methodology of design history, we will propose a structured approach to 
a cultural reflection relevant for contemporary design. It is our assumption that it is productive to 
transfer methods of design history to understanding design today. We will point to the relevance 
of a historical reflection as well as to an understanding of the historicizing element used by much 
contemporary design in its marketing and mediation effects. Hence, one of the most dominant 
tendencies within design in the last 20 years has been the effect of historicizing design: to ascribe 
meaning to design objects by claiming them to have a relation to or be embedded in a historical 
context of tradition. Thus, it is necessary to understand what role history can play for 
contemporary design and how it can be employed – and even exploited – in acts of mediating 
design in e.g. visual media and advertising.  
We will reflect the role of design history for design in two ways: (i) Design history as an entry to 
an awareness of the historical mechanisms in design, including design employing historicizing 
effects, and (ii) how design history in its contemporary form may deliver a powerful framework 
for a cultural analysis of design. In the following, these two aspects will be discussed as a 
diachronic and synchronic dimension of making design history. First, this discussion with be 
related to the development in the methodology in the discipline of design history, then our 
concept will be made explicit and discussed in relation to a Danish design case, the furniture 
series Camping by the designer Jesper K. Thomsen for the Danish manufacturer Normann 
Copenhagen. Thus, the paper will propose a framework where a series of cultural aspects in 
design can be analyzed in relation to a historical reflection with a retrospective as well as forward-
pointing dimension. In this way, the cultural analysis of design with regard to e.g. symbolic 
communication and the construction of cultural meaning through the design, can be set in 
connection with the contemporary development of design. 
Seeing Design through the Prism of Design History 
As any other academic historical discipline, design history has been through several phases of 
methodologies and ideologies of how to write history within the field of design, what should be 
taken into consideration and how to deal with the results of the investigation. By this, the various 
methodologies of design history carry with them assumptions on not only how to look at and 
analyze design but also what can be understood as design.  
Looking at the development of design history in broad terms, we can point out at least three 
different positions. (i) To a start, design history has been dominated by an interest in “masters” 
and their masterpieces; Pevsner’s 1936 celebration of Pioneers of Modern Invention (Pevsner 1991) is 
a paradigmatic example of this in its use of devices from classic art and literary history in claiming 
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superior authorship to singular persons. In this kind of conception, the design gets its importance 
from its attachment to its origin in the singular individual. In opposition to the early attachment 
to what we can call the metaphysics of the creative origin, where the exact point of emergence of 
meaning could be identified, (ii) later approaches has attempted to realism and ‘truth’ in analyzing 
and acknowledging the operations of design practice as complex activity taking place in a specific 
context with the contribution of many actors (see e.g. Dilnot 1984; Fry 1988; Margolin 1995). 
Here, design objects are seen in relation to and as an outcome of a dynamic practice of designers 
and designing which in its flexible and fluent constitution can be hard to grasp. Thus, the origin 
of meaning is de-centered; it cannot be located in one specific point but has a variety of 
contributors. (iii) Finally, we will point to a position in design history, where design history is 
embedded in the context of cultural analysis, where there is less emphasis on the origin of the 
design and more interest in its effects in relation to use and consumption and its role in culture, 
even if the interest in the acts of production in design still are present within the overall 
framework. This position is dominant from John A. Walker’s Design History and the History of 
Design (1989) and onward until today and is characterized by an interest in the whole cultural 
circuit circumscribing the process of attributing meaning and value to design objects in all phases 
from the conditions of production to the possibilities of comsumption, e.g. in the so-called PCM 
paradigm, Production-Consumption-Mediation (cf. Lees-Maffei 2008) that take an interest in 
how design develops not only in phases of production but also in the mediation in user manuals, 
magazines and advertising.  
It is within this position that we take our starting point. With inspiration from Formalist theory, 
we will conceptualize design history in a dual perspective that takes into account both the 
historical-diachronic process of time and the cultural-synchronic analysis of specific, enclosed 
moments in the historical development (Tynjanov 1994). In the Formalist account, it is possible 
to isolate specific moments in time and investigate their constitution. This is, of course, an 
analytical construct, but can nevertheless offer a method to frame historical appearances and look 
at their cultural constitution and situation at specific moments in time. Hence, we regard the 
discipline of design history as dealing with analyzing and reflecting design as a part of (i) a chain 
of historical development that can be driven by the awareness that all contemporary design 
necessarily relate to past appearances, and (ii) a dynamic cultural context where factors such as 
aesthetic and symbolic value attribution, meaning construction, and mediation interact with the 
design in question. In this conception, design objects are not primarily seen as a the result of a 
creative genius or a context of a dynamic and complex setting of design practice, but as a flexible 
vehicle of meaning that is co-created, co-produced and co-constructed by all the parties in the 
value chain of design from the designer over the phases of distribution and mediation to the 
consumer.  
The tool of the dual grasp on design’s historical development – as both diachronic and 
synchronic in analytical conception – gets relevant for contemporary design as it can look at both 
historical differences (from now and back to then) and at the relevant cultural framings of 
meaning (also in historical differences, but even more in analogies between systems, in 
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“classification” to use a term deriving from Art History, cf. Walker 1989, or in a conscious play 
with references of symbolic meaning across time). Thus, this double focus can be productive in 
informing the development and processes of contemporary design: First, the relation of 
contemporary design and design history must be kept open, as history may inform not only on 
possibilities, but also on limitations of design. That design history not only is about innovation 
but also about fixture in design may be a reason that designers sometimes may have an 
ideological bias of neglecting historical knowledge. Further, a historical reflection can point out 
what is genuine invention and what merely is re-invention in a way that without the historical 
reflection may be unacknowledged as that. Second, and importantly, the culturally reflective 
synchronic analysis may be transposed to a context of contemporary design where we can 
attempt at analyzing contemporary design as if it were an event in history to be looked at in its 
enclosed synchronic structure. Other types of cultural analysis of design may also relate design to 
its cultural context and look at the “circuit of culture” surrounding the design objects (e.g. du 
Gay et al 1997), question the role of “design culture” (e.g. Julier 2008), or question the role of 
how design objects as objects as material culture engage in the social world (e.g. Dant 1999). 
However, the dual perspective of our approach keeps a systematic focus on the relation of 
cultural analysis and historical reflection.  
The Historical-Cultural Framework 
In this section, we will point out some central features for an analysis of contemporary design 
that takes both historical and cultural aspects into account, or rather, where cultural analysis of 
design productively can be enhanced by being be reflected also in a historical perspective. We will 
point out three “meaning systems” as access points for analyzing design, reflect upon these 
points in general, and in the subsequent section bring them in discussion with the design case of 
Camping. 
1) First, design develops in a span that can be characterized by a dichotomy of possibility and 
constraints, of enabling and creating new possibilities on the one hand, perhaps as a part of an 
artistic endeavor to transgress the boundaries of tradition, and various factors limiting and 
constraining the design in question. The history of design is not only a history of new 
innovations but also of different kinds of technical, economical, and – not the least – cultural 
constraints as paradigmatically demonstrated by Glenn Porter in an informative study on 
packaging design in the first half of the 20th century in the U.S. (Porter 1999). Besides constraints 
of utility and functionality, Porter describes how his case studies “underscore additional strong 
constraints – technical, cultural and economical – that limited designers’ abilities to act on their 
personal beliefs, political or aesthetic” (Porter 1999, p. 37). Technical constraints are, of course, 
important as they point out what can be produced at a given moment in time. In opposition, it is 
also possible to point out design cases where the aesthetic ambition of the designer persisted and 
encouraged the development of new technology. The design of furniture in bend plywood is a 
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showcase of this, where e.g. designers as Charles and Ray Eames and Arne Jacobsen challenged 
the existing technology through their ambition of form – and, vice versa, where technical 
possibilities gave new input to the shape of the design. In this way, the narrow cut in the back of 
the chair The Ant (1952) by Arne Jacobsen started out as a solution in order to be able to bend 
the wood but turned out the give the design its distinct shape. Economic constraints are equally 
important as budgets may dictate what turns from the mere possible to the actual. Thus, the 
design often has a “budgetary barrier” or “budgetary ceiling” that in combination with a 
“threshold of significance”, that is the limitation of value for the user/consumer, defines the 
space of the design; hence, on the other side of this barrier, we only have “utopian artifacts or 
projects “on paper”” (Findeli 1994).  
Even more, the question of cultural constraints is important to discuss and conceptualize as a part 
of the design. Whereas technical and economical constraints can be pointed out as elements close 
to the actual production of the design – what can be made, and how much can it cost? – the 
cultural context surrounding the design can be harder to grasp as a “cumulative weight of 
established cultural preferences” that produces the effect that the designer may work “largely 
within a universe of givens” (Porter 1999, p. 37). Also relevant for the development of 
contemporary design, this type of question with focus on the cultural context of the design can 
productively be met by tools of design history with its potential for reflecting back and forth in 
history (how has the cultural context changed) and fixating the system of meaning in question 
(what can we, on the basis of the insights made on the level of diachronic analysis, say about the 
synchronic system of present culture?). 
2) Second, the cultural space surrounding the attribution of symbolic meaning to objects varies 
historically. How design objects are regarded as objects of functions and use or as objects of 
connotative meaning and value is indeed dependent on the question of both cultural and 
historical context. What can be stated as a “theoretical question of practical functions in relation 
to meaning potentials” (Björkvall 2009, p. 252) can be analyzed within several contexts. It can be 
seen in relation to concrete use, that is, in the concrete actualization of the “semiotic potential” 
of the product. This is at the core of Anders Björkvall’s instructive study on the meaning 
potentials of a series of IKEA tables and their reception within a context of users in Australia 
(Björkvall 2009). At the same time, the general mechanisms of the attribution of the symbolic can 
be embedded within a context of historical analysis. Thus if we can ask “how the symbolic in 
design operates as a transformation of meaning through a productive structuring of the 
conditions of understanding and perception”, and “how the symbolic in design functions as a 
vehicle for organizing meaning within a cultural frame of reference and how this operation 
affects the way in which design operates and is constituted as a medium” (Folkmann 2011, p. 57), 
we may ask what kinds of cultural frames of reference enable this process of meaning attribution 
and how they can be historicized and, further, how our knowledge of contemporary processes of 
attribution of symbolic meaning can be promoted by the historical perspective.  
3) Finally, we can state an interdependency of cultural framing and processes of mediation where, 
on the one hand, the ways design is reflected and is attributed meaning in media are influenced 
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by the cultural context, and, on the other hand, the mediation and representation of design affect 
how the culture surrounding design is being perceived. This is, as well, an area of investigation 
into the meaning operation of design that can be a matter of historical reflection. On this point, 
we can reflect how the rich variety of contemporary mediations of design in e.g. more and more 
complex settings in ads, commercial websites and blogs operate both as an innovative, 
progressive and manipulating exploration of the possibilities of creating cultural impact through 
media – that is, with a strong focus towards the future – and as a remediation of past models of 
mediating design where former models and paradigms work as implicit inspiration. Two elements 
are important. We can look at mediation in a historical light and observe how the strategies of 
communication and the creation of symbolic value through different kinds of representation have 
changed (cf. Leiss et al. 1986). This would be the design history of design mediation. In addition, 
we can observe how present strategies of mediation relate to former models, that is how direct 
and conscious it relates to these models. The history of mediation is the backdrop for every 
contemporary mediation, even if there can be a tendency of historical oblivion in some media 
strategies with fixed gazes towards the future. We cannot avoid history, and neither that of 
mediation, but there may be different degrees of how media strategies, e.g. in media strategies 
aiming at historicizing design, that is, where the design is historicized through its mediation that 
itself may employ historicizing means in e.g. imitating the media style of the 1950s. 
Camping 
Inspecting the contemporary case of Jesper K. Thomsen’s furniture series Camping, we can ask a 
series of questions regarding 1) possibilities and constraints, 2) symbolic meaning and 3) 
mediation in the light of how cultural analysis relates to historical reflection. First, a few word 
about Camping. The series consists of a chair, a day bed, a stool and a table. Except the table that 
is only made in wood, the materials are beech wood for the construction and leather for the 
seating (figure 1). On the company website, normann-copenhagen.dk, the furniture are praised 
for their simplicity, quality and – without saying it – for the potential of being a ‘classic’ piece of 
furniture: “Camping has a light and airy design, in which the moulded pieces interact in a strong 
and uniform construction. The series bears witness to skilled craft and good materials – quite 
simply. This is furniture that will be handed down through the generations”. Further, the series 
can be seen in connection with the company’s concept of “New Danish Modern”, thus referring 
to the tradition of the “Danish Modern” in the 1950s and 1960s. Thus, series is part of a double 
historical reflection: It applies to an element of historicizing as it wants to attach to the positive 
connotation still connected to the label of “Danish Modern” with its ideologically laden notion of 
a golden age of high quality furniture with a mixture of simplistic, organic curves and 
functionalism. Consequently, the series is made by a cabinet maker, not in industry. While at the 
same time, it just employs the historical context as a point of departure for its contemporary 
design. It could seem as a re-actualization of history but the series is in the end not interested in 
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history but only in relating to certain positive values in order to obtain the best possible 
promotion. 
Again, the matter is to relate cultural analysis and historical reflection. We can both look at the 
synchronic, cultural system of the design and question its relation to history. Camping is 
interesting, as it both aims to employ historical elements as a resource for its design and cultural 
resonance – it want to be part of a tradition – and to be oblivious of history. In the end, the exact 
history does not matter, only the horizon of contemporary cultural meaning and consumption. 
With regard to the dichotomy of restraints and possibilities, the chair is given in a space of 
production where virtually everything is possible to produce, at least if the price does not matter. 
With a price of approx. 2700,- euro, the chair compares in price to other wooden chairs made by 
cabinet makers. But the chair may adhere to constraints within the cultural domain. If the chair is 
to reach its market target – the re-actualized “New Danish Modern” – it is defined within a 
cultural constraint of what this can look like. On this point, the constraint is that it should relate 
to this kind of modernist tradition by being simplistic in visual appearance and expression while it 
at the same time should bear the same kind of quality as in the wooden furniture of the 1950s. 
This produces a categorical contradiction in the design: It should be simple (in construction and 
appearance) but employs expensive materials and manufacture in order to obtain this. Further, it 
relates visually to collapsible furniture which is a widespread standard in camping equipment. 
This, however, remains a visual sign; the series of furniture only simulates to be practical in the 
sense of being collapsible. By defining itself within the system of simplicity, the series limits its 
possibilities of expression while at the same time attaching itself to a specific tradition. 
Interestingly, then, the Camping series also displays the implicit contradiction in the furniture of 
the Danish Modern in the 1950s and 1960s (or at least many of them): They were conceived to 
be simple in construction, expression, etc. but were expensive to produce as many of the chairs 
never entered industrial production. Visually, the furniture of Danish Modern may have been 
modern, but not in terms of manufacture. Camping reproduces this contradiction even as it 
highlights it as a matter also of the past.  
The symbolic meaning of Camping is marked by ambivalence. The simplistic look could implicate 
that the elements of the series were accessible in terms of being low-cost. Further, this is 
underpinned by the reference to camping, a phenomenon of popular cultural. In contrast, the 
pieces of furniture in the series are fairly high-priced and by this and their use of materials 
marked by exclusivity. The materials of different pieces would not stand the outdoor use. So, the 
symbolic value of Camping balances between claiming hi-class exclusivity and trying to be 
culturally accessible as camping equipment may for everybody. Conversely, it might be that the 
series not only wants to meet its users by borrowing connotations from popular culture but that 
it also wants to raise the status of camping in a statement of camping as a way of easy-living that 
everybody – and the buyers of these pieces of furniture – could profit from. Still, high and low 
meet in the series. On this point, there is more “New” in the design than “Danish Modern” as a 
such strategy of producing symbolic meaning at the intersection and crossing of two categories 
not was a matter in tradition.  
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On the level of meditation, we can focus at different strategies of mediation. Again, the name 
plays a crucial role as it mediates the meaning of the product as briefly discussed above. On this 
point, the name becomes a semiotic resource for the production of meaning. Further mediation 
is entailed through the media setting of the product, e.g. in the website for Normann 
Copenhagen. On the website, not only the products are in focus, but also the designer, Jesper K. 
Thomsen, even if they are represented at two different subsections, “products” and “designers”. 
The products are mediated in an almost stereotype but also effective modernist “white cube” 
setting that gives plenty of white space around the objects so that they are easily perceived – even 
if the sometimes look more like digital renderings that actual pieces of furniture. The designer is 
in focus, thus confirming the somewhat obsolete notion of sole “authorship” over the product 
(figure 2). Even so, the designer is staged as a privileged entry into understanding what the 
product is about: He is the creator, he has placed intention into the product, even if we know 
that manufacture and “managerial control” always sets limits for what can be made. But by 
staging the designer as a focal point, he gets positioned as a central cultural resource for our entry 
to the product. Further, we can claim that this positioning of the designer not only creates the 
designer as a cultural reference point but also bears the mark of a self-conscious play with this 
positioning. Jesper K. Thomsen is in front but in a paradoxical retraction that lets his authority 
vanish: His actual role in the cultural interpretation is close to none. In a historical reflection it 
gets clearer what is new and what is the same in this strategy: There runs a line of continuation in 
the praising of the designer while the mediation gets more subtle in its staging of – and reflecting 
of this staging of – the designer.  
Conclusion – Camping revisited 
As an example of design, Camping draws on historical material and calls for historical reflection. 
Our point has been to point out that it may be productive to consider a series of central and 
interrelated aspects in the cultural communication of products, i.e. their frame of constraints, 
symbolic meaning and processes of mediation, in the context of a historical reflection. Thus, the 
different aspects of the cultural communication of the design may be isolated in a synchronic 
system of meaning, and as a whole system be drawn into the diachronic reflection of historical 
analysis. Hereby not only the specific historical and historicizing references of the design get 
reflected. Also the whole systems of value and meaning attribution through in constraints, 
symbolic meaning and mediation are subdued to historical analysis. Thus, we can state, that the 
series of furniture of Camping employs historical material, but even so do its culturally informed 
systems of attributing meaning. To write the design history of these general systems of meaning 
is an important, but a different matter than the topic of this paper. Here, the aim is to point out 
that the understanding of contemporary design can profit from the approach of historically 
contextualizing systems of meaning and, further, that the development of new products can gain 
from the insights gained in this process. 
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Figure 1: Camping chair, Normann Copenhagen 
 
Figure 2: Promotion of the designer, Jesper K. 
Thomsen; normann-copenhagen.com 
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